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Chapter 14: Better learning 
 
Alan Bond, University of East Anglia 
Angus Morrison-Saunders, Murdoch University and North-West University 
 
14.1 Introduction 
 
Learning lies at the heart of sustainability assessment. Gibson et al. (2005, p.187) note 
that: "with the notion of sustainability itself, there is … no state to be reached", in 
other words, sustainability is a goal rather than an end state meaning it is always a 
case of being on a journey towards sustainability. To be aware of progress on that 
journey and to know or understand how to improve practices that will continue to 
make positive contributions to sustainability requires awareness and learning by all 
stakeholders in sustainability assessment.  
 
Drawing on chapters 4 and 5, where issues of temporal and spatial scales were 
considered, one of the key issues that emerges is that the learning involved (through 
the practice of sustainability assessment) must be renewed and revisited at several 
scales: spatially, from the individual and household scale, to neighbourhood and 
locality, institutional and national scales and across international settings and 
relationships; temporally, from the intergenerational to intragenerational, from 
decades to years, and from the future problems to the immediate issues. This requires 
conscious effort to recognise the validity and importance of scales which might 
otherwise be ignored. 
 
It has been suggested that the existence of legal requirement for public participation 
within environmental assessment has led to “state-sanctioned, deliberative spaces for 
civic interactions” (Sinclair et al., 2008, p.415) which has learning potential. This is 
important for a number of reasons, but a key consideration in any ex ante assessment 
process is the level of uncertainty that remains in the predictions (de Jongh, 1988), 
which suggests not only that some level of experiential learning would be beneficial, 
but also some flexibility to adapt to unforeseen impacts (Sinclair et al., 2008). Better 
engagement has been considered in chapter 13 by O’Faircheallaigh and Howitt and 
this chapter will not seek to repeat what they have said, but it is clear that some 
elements of learning are dependent on the engagement process, and so when 
considering better engagement and better learning, one is not possible without the 
other. Practitioners, communities and institutional stakeholders are all able to be 
drawn into the learning that effective sustainability assessment nurtures. 
 
14.2 Theory and types of learning 
 
A range of sources present comprehensive consideration of types of learning relevant 
to assessment processes (see, for example, Sinclair and Diduck, 2001; Diduck and 
Mitchell, 2003; Nilsson, 2005; Chess and Johnson, 2006; Fitzpatrick, 2006; Sinclair et 
al., 2008; Jha-Thakur et al., 2009). However, it is important that some elements of the 
understanding in learning is synthesised here to provide a framework for considering 
better learning in sustainability assessment. Learning is generally considered to occur 
either on an organisational level or on an individual level (which is the learning 
experienced by the individual). Organisational learning is that which “contributes to 
how that organization functions” (Fitzpatrick, 2006, p.159). Chess and Johnson 
 
 
(2006) suggest that organisational learning is essential to prevent historical inferences 
being lost, whilst Sánchez and Morrison-Saunders (2011) recognise that learning can 
be forgotten if not managed so that it is renewed, reinforced and transferred on. Some 
authors refer also to institutional learning, where ‘institutions’ are often defined as the 
rules of the game or habits that regulate interactions (Raina, 2003). However, for 
simplicity, and like Nykvist and Nilsson (2009), we regard organisations (the actors 
submitted to institutional rules) as being often inseparable and will consider 
institutional and organisation learning to be the same.  
 
Most scholars researching into learning within impact assessment adopt the 
theoretical framework of transformative learning, which is credited to Jack Mezirow 
(1981). This theory explains learning in adulthood and, specifically, the way in which 
it is different from learning in childhood (Diduck and Mitchell, 2003). It suggests that 
adults learn through transformations in frames of reference, and for learning in the 
context of sustainability, where the beliefs and values of the observer/learner are 
critical (to the understanding of what sustainable development actually means); this is 
a powerful argument for the relevance of the theory. 
 
The theory of transformative learning is not universally accepted, and a particular 
criticism is that the transformation which needs to take place depends heavily on 
critical reflection, and this suggests a very rational process (as reflecting suggests 
rational thinking). This fits in very well with the original basis for Environmental 
Impact Assessment which was grounded on a ‘better information’ equals ‘better 
decision’ model dependent on rational decision-making. However, a number of 
authors have discredited the reality of this (see, for example, Lawrence, 1997; Bartlett 
and Kurian, 1999; Cashmore et al., 2004; Cashmore et al., 2009), if not the 
underlying vision.  Our position here is that for learning that can help to achieve more 
sustainable outcomes, then accurate and relevant information is needed; the point we 
are making here is that rather than simply make a decision which is felt to be 
legitimised by the existence of evidence, decision makers need to learn from, and act 
on, that evidence. 
 
Sinclair and Diduck (2001) distinguish three transformative concepts to describe how 
individuals learn: 
1) Instrumental (or single-loop) learning which, as explained in chapter 8, provides 
technical understanding and can facilitate changes in project designs with 
transforming the beliefs and values of the stakeholders. 
2) Communicative learning which involves the derivation of meaning from social 
interactions. In a case study investigation in Canada, Sinclair and Diduck (2001, 
p.351) further subdivided this into “(i) insight into one’s own interests, (ii) 
insight into the interests of others, (iii) communications strategies and methods, 
and (iv) social mobilisation”. 
3) Emancipatory learning whereby resolution of disagreements takes place. Whilst 
there are number of means whereby this can take place, Sinclair and Diduck 
(2001, p.341) refer to resolution through discourse which relies on: “accurate 
and complete information; freedom from coercion; openness to alternative 
perspectives; ability to reflect critically upon presuppositions; equal 
opportunity to participate; and, ability to assess arguments as objectively as 
possible and to accept a rational consensus as valid”.  
 
 
 
In chapter 8, conceptual (or double-loop) learning was also introduced, drawing on 
the work of Nilsson (2005) in particular, as learning which leads to changes in beliefs 
(therefore fundamentally altering perspectives on policy and ways of achieving it). 
Conceptual learning relies on some element of transformation and so is consistent 
with the transformative theory of learning outlined above.  
 
Berkes sets out three learning theories drawing on the work of Armitage et al. (2008) 
and applies these to the boundary between organisations and individuals within 
communities. He makes the point that individual and organisational learning are 
directly linked as “participatory approaches seem to be central to learning by groups 
because they create the mechanism by which individual learning can be shared by 
other members of the group and reinforced” (Berkes, 2009, p.1697). The first of these 
learning theories, ‘experiential learning’, refers to situations where knowledge is 
created through experience or by ‘learning-by-doing’ (see, for example, Dougill et al., 
2006; Bond et al., 2011). Secondly, ‘transformative learning’ is a reflective process 
that enables an individual to change their views, and can include either instrumental 
and conceptual learning, or both of them. Thirdly, social learning relies on 
engagement with others, typically in groups, to share experiences and debate with 
others, and to engage in a process of “iterative reflection” (Berkes, 2009, p.1697). 
 
In the context of both individual and organisational learning, Jha-Thakur et al. (2009) 
also refer to progressive learning to mean learning about sustainability assessment or 
learning through sustainability assessment (learning-by-doing). They combine this 
distinction with Bloom’s taxonomy of learning levels (Bloom et al., 1956) to 
categorise progressive learning as detailed in Table 14.1 
 
Table 14.1 Progressive learning in sustainability assessment (adapted from 
Sinclair and Diduck, 2001; Jha-Thakur et al., 2009) 
Level of learning Learning in Sustainability Assessment 
Evaluation 
and  
Synthesis 
Reflection and questioning personal, organisational or 
social beliefs and communication opportunities as a results 
of the sustainability assessment (learning through 
sustainability assessment) 
Analysis 
and 
Application 
Preparing or participating in a sustainability assessment, or 
the activity to which it applies (learning about 
sustainability assessment and learning through 
sustainability assessment) 
Comprehension 
and 
Knowledge 
Understanding about sustainability assessment, including 
legal requirements, engagement opportunities (learning 
about sustainability assessment) 
 
 
Individual learning is distinct from social learning which is individual learning that is 
dependent on social interaction (Webler et al., 1995). This is analogous to 
communicative learning as defined previously based on Sinclair and Diduck (2001). 
For social learning to take place, public participation needs to focus on achieving 
social learning and, Webler et al. (1995) argue, will lead to engagement which is 
widely perceived to have been successful. 
 
 
 
It is clear that learning can take place in organisations or amongst individuals. 
Amongst individuals, social interaction is a critical vehicle for facilitating learning. It 
is also clear that there are different levels of learning and that higher levels of learning 
are more likely to lead to conceptual (or double-loop) learning which provides a better 
opportunity for realignment of individual or organisational norms to achieve a 
consensus regarding the goals of sustainability assessment. Evidence to-date, 
however, suggests that whilst single-loop learning is common in assessment, double-
loop learning is not (Fischer et al., 2009). Some critical features of double-loop 
learning that have been highlighted are that: 
1) it is not simply a case of understanding sustainability assessment; the process 
needs to be treated as a vehicle for learning; 
2) dialogue between individuals and groups is a necessary component of 
transformative change in views and beliefs; and 
3) respect for different viewpoints and beliefs is essential for emancipatory 
learning which is necessary to reach agreement on sustainable development 
goals. 
 
 
15.3 Examples of learning from sustainability assessment practice 
 
Previous chapters have, even if unintentionally, highlighted examples of learning 
from sustainability assessment practice and other good examples are prevalent in the 
impact assessment literature more generally. Here we provide some illustrative 
examples with respect to different stakeholders in sustainability assessment processes: 
practitioners (including proponents, consultants and regulators), public and 
researchers.  
 
15.3.1 Learning in proponents 
A good example of proponent learning from experience was provided in Chapters 7 
and 10 in relation to the engagement of the Water Corporation in sustainability 
assessment. Within the context of a single assessment, for the South West Yarragadee 
Water Supply Development, the Water Corporation posed a 'rubbery proposal' as the 
starting point for the sustainability assessment. Through engagement with public 
stakeholders and experts, this proponent used an open active learning process to come 
up with the best design that would best meet sustainability objectives and arguably 
make the greatest contribution to sustainability for that project. Despite optimising 
that particular sustainability assessment, the government of Western Australia 
ultimately rejected the proposal, but that action provided an important learning 
opportunity for the Water Corporation who subsequently undertook a 50 year water 
supply options sustainability assessment. This used a far more robust process that was 
ultimately well received by the Western Australian community at large. Thus, as long 
term proponents, the Water Corporation have demonstrated a ‘learning-by-doing’ 
approach to sustainability assessment and provide an excellent role model in that 
regard to other proponents and practitioners. One could also argue that this 
represented double-loop learning in that the Water Corporation applied their new 
learning to completely different situations. 
 
15.3.2 Learning in consultants 
Proponents are typically assisted by the consultants they engage to carry out specialist 
sustainability assessment tasks on their behalf. While a proponent such as the Water 
 
 
Corporation may undertake numerous assessments each year (e.g. in Western 
Australia, it has carried out the most EIAs of any proponent operating in the state), 
many proponents may have 'one-off' involvement only in sustainability assessments 
(e.g. a company established to build a single land development). For the latter, it is the 
specialist consultants that offer the expertise and continuity in experience and hence 
the opportunity to benefit from and to promote learning-by-doing. An example was 
provided in Chapter 10 of leadership by a consulting firm to encourage their clients to 
adopt a sustainability assessment approach that would otherwise be conventional 
EIAs as required by Western Australian legislation. This is an example of consultants 
as 'teachers' and something advocated by Weaver et al. (2008) for all sustainability 
assessment practitioners to advance practice.  
 
15.3.3 Learning in regulators 
A well documented account of regulator learning with respect to EIA can be found in 
Sánchez and Morrison-Saunders (2011). In this instance the Environmental Protection 
Authority (EPA) through its combined responsibility for regulating and reporting on 
EIAs of all development projects assessed (including post-implementation monitoring 
and follow-up), environmental policy development, inputs to project licensing and 
pollution control, and responsibility for State of Environment reporting in Western 
Australia represents a key vehicle for organisational learning over time. Sánchez and 
Morrison-Saunders (2011) provide examples of how their learning has been 
incorporated into ongoing modification and refinement of EIA processes in the state 
(and also identified a number of areas where knowledge was poorly managed, 
reducing the learning opportunities). Of particular note is the distinction identified 
between the knowledge managed by the EPA which is for internal use only, and that 
which is publically available, indicating that the opportunities for using internal 
knowledge to foster social learning are restricted.  
 
The continuity of the EPA in Western Australian EIA practice has been core to its 
role as an educator and learner. In Canada, the creation of unique panels for each 
major assessment has the strength of tailor making the 'regulator' for each assessment 
but potentially reduces the organisational learning potential. Nevertheless in Chapter 
11, Gibson argued that ‘iterative learning’ has taken place between different Canadian 
assessments over time (e.g. the Whites Point Quarry, Kemess North Copper-Gold 
Mine, Voisey's Bay Mine and Mill, and MacKenzie Gas Project respectively) which 
suggests that knowledge is passed on from one assessment to another and progressed. 
Iterative learning has not otherwise been classified by scholars, but we would suggest 
that it refers to a situation where progressive learning takes place between 
assessments rather than simply within them. Gibson (2011, p.243) also noted that 
while the contribution of the Joint Review Panel for the Mackenzie Gas Project 
assessment reported on in Chapter 11: "is valuable as a working model for adaptation 
and advancement elsewhere, learning from many more applications will be 
important". Openness and public accountability are core here so that not only 
successive panels can learn from the experiences and substance of their predecessors, 
but also the community. This Canadian approach, however, seems to favour single-
loop rather than double-loop learning as there is no single organisation that remains in 
place to implement future learning – any opportunities for double-loop learning rely 
mainly on individuals maintaining roles across multiple panels or assessments over 
time. 
 
 
 
15.3.4 Learning in the public 
Public learning has long been identified as a fundamental element of assessment 
processes and outcomes. For example, in the context of EIA, O'Riordan wrote (in 
1976):  
"The nature of public response to EIAs and to participation in planning will 
depend upon innovations at all levels of learning. In its purest form, 
environmental education is simply 'consciousness raising' – the opening up of 
the mind to new levels of awareness and experience. This should encourage a 
greater sense of responsibility to and understanding of the interests of others, 
while improving personal knowledge of what is practically possible (and 
impossible). Properly speaking, an environmentally aware citizenry is a 
prerequisite of environmental impact assessment, since such people should be 
able to cope more effectively with the processes of social change and hence 
come to grips with the deepseated inconsistencies that infiltrate our values and 
question our actions" (O'Riordan, 1976, p.214). 
 
This quote reinforce the point made in section 14.2 that there is a link between 
individual and social learning, whereby some level of individual knowledge is 
required in order to enter with confidence into a situation where social learning can 
take place. However, pointing to unambiguous empirical evidence of public learning 
through sustainability assessment is challenging. This is probably because the ability 
to demonstrate cause and effect in relation to learning arising from assessment 
activities in the absence of other societal events and influences on learning is virtually 
impossible to accomplish, and because until relatively recently, learning has very 
rarely been identified as a research issue in impact assessment. There is some limited 
evidence that learning has taken place in an English study that compared perceptions 
of citizens and consultants in two communities where EIA had been undertaken in the 
past (Robinson and Bond, 2003). The study was not investigating learning, but it is 
clear that some understanding of the process was present in citizens. 
 
As previous chapters in the book have made clear, there is strong advocacy for public 
participation in assessment processes for sustainability and also much written in the 
literature to this effect. On the one hand Doelle and Sinclair (2006, p.204) state that: 
"the more openly you engage the public, the earlier you do it, the better you do it, the 
better the project, and everyone wins", thereby implying that the collective learning 
process is actually essential for accomplishment of sustainability outcomes. Similar 
sentiments are expressed in Sinclair et al. (2009) with respect to taking a community-
based approach to strategic environmental assessment. Whilst community 
contributions to sustainability outcomes (i.e. harnessing the knowledge of the 
community) is one important element, Gibson et al. (2005, p.155) maintain that:  
"sustainability assessment is not just about making better decisions. It is also 
about institutional and public learning. The sustainability-based decision 
criteria recognize the value of social-ecological civility and the need to deepen 
its roots in shared understanding and enriched capacity for civic deliberation. 
Assessment processes, as much as the undertakings that results, should be 
designed to build this understanding and capacity".  
 
A major conclusion of Gaudreau and Gibson (2010, p.242) with respect to their 
sustainability assessment of a biodiesel project in Barbados was that "the assessment 
indicated that for the specific context at hand, the main benefit of biodiesel 
 
 
production is in promoting social learning rather than enhancing energy security and 
waste management". This reflection identifies a role of sustainability assessment well 
beyond the specifics of an individual assessment. 
 
15.3.5 Learning in researchers 
Finally we suggest that researchers in the academic community play an important role 
in the learning associated with sustainability assessment – and are important targets 
for improved learning outcomes themselves (including many of our readers) and in 
fostering wider social learning. This book is one such example, with nearly all of its 
contributors being academics and seeking in their own way to understand and help 
others (i.e. proponents, consultants, regulators and community alike) to understand 
the intricacies of sustainability assessment theory, process and practice. Examples do 
exist of researchers learning from the applications of sustainability assessment in 
England (Thérivel et al., 2009), from experience of policy instruments in South Africa 
(Rossouw and Wiseman, 2004), and from EIAs in Brazil (Bond et al., 2010). This 
learning is passed on through academic literature. Other examples exist of researchers 
setting out to learn through involvement in a process of assessment (see, for example, 
Bond et al., 2011), whereby greater experience is gained of social learning, which the 
researchers experience firsthand. 
 
15.4 Better learning 
 
The term ‘adaptive co-management’ is used by Berkes (2009) to describe an approach 
in which people work together to plan interventions, and actively reflect on the 
process both of the plan-making and plan-implementations, thereby learning from the 
experience. Adaptive co-management accommodates uncertainty and inaccuracy of 
prediction through adaptation, which is also critical in providing confidence to 
stakeholders that remedies will be put in place. Co-management is central to 
accommodating pluralism and must be responsive to ‘ontological pluralism’ (Suchet-
Pearson and Howitt, 2006), which means acknowledging that different ways of 
knowing and learning exist in different cultural contexts and need to be accepted and 
included. Such an approach facilitates ‘horizontal interaction between stakeholders, 
‘vertical’ interaction with actors at different levels, and iterative learning (Berkes, 
2009).  From this approach, can be extracted three key points to bear in mind when 
designing for better learning: 
1) reflection is critical and needs to be included as a core part of sustainability 
assessment (relevant to all stakeholders in sustainability assessment); 
2) engagement between stakeholders (including citizens) must occur in such a way 
that it enables constructive participation of all parties; and 
3) sustainability assessment needs to facilitate emancipatory learning, involving 
alignment of sustainability norms. 
 
These three points tie in with the critical features of learning highlighted at the end of 
section 14.2 on theory and types of learning and provide the basis for suggestions for 
better learning approaches in turn below. 
 
14.4.1 Critical reflection in sustainability assessment 
The need for critical reflection in sustainability assessment arises from the existence 
of uncertainty in ex ante decision-making tools which are necessarily generating 
uncertain predictions. The fact that such predictions may well turn out to be flawed, 
 
 
and that an assessment process was needed which did not end at the decision, but 
progressed through the life of a policy, plan or project, was recognised by Holling in 
the 1970s (Holling, 1978) in his suggestions for a process of ‘Adaptive Environmental 
Assessment and Management’. 
 
A number of authors have since recognised the inability of assessment processes in 
general to ‘learn-by-doing’, in that there is typically no critical reflection of previous 
practice. This has led to a lot of literature focussing on the need for follow-up in 
assessment (see, for example, Arts, 1998; Arts et al., 2001; Morrison-Saunders and 
Arts, 2004; Marshall, 2005; Nilsson et al., 2009), although it has not led to significant 
follow-up practice. 
 
Sustainability assessment is achieving, in effect, normative goals. To be considered 
legitimate and successful, a diverse range of stakeholders need to feel that their views 
are reflected in the agreed norms. Assuming this is the case, critical reflection needs 
to focus on the sustainability process and more specifically on: 
• the extent to which sustainability goals were agreed, including critical 
consideration of any reasons why this was not achievable for some 
stakeholders; and 
• the extent to which the sustainability assessment process maintained the focus 
on the goals and delivered a project, plan or policy which achieved the agreed 
goals. 
 
14.4.2 Critical and reflective engagement in sustainability assessment 
The connection between better engagement and better learning is very clear, and the 
advice provided in chapter 13 is critical to better learning. The fact that the outcome 
must still be open when the engagement takes place is a key underlying principle of 
any ex ante assessment process and is encompassed in numerous definitions of 
assessment. The International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA), for 
example, define Environmental Impact Assessment as “The process of identifying, 
predicting, evaluating and mitigating the biophysical, social, and other relevant 
effects of development proposals prior to major decisions being taken and 
commitments made” (International Association for Impact Assessment and Institute of 
Environmental Assessment, 1999). 
 
Berkes (2009) argues that participatory approaches are necessary for learning in 
groups, and that social learning can proceed from instrumental learning, and 
extending through to conceptual learning in the process. Reference to chapter 15 and 
the linkages identified between different categories of effectiveness reveals that a 
good sustainability assessment process needs to be designed such that sustainability 
imperatives are achieved. This book has indicated that the ‘norms’ for sustainable 
development should be those sustainability imperatives established by Bob Gibson in 
chapter 1. However, these norms are not universally held and, whilst these may not be 
the same norms agreed as those selected as the goal of any particular sustainability 
assessment, some level of conceptual learning needs to take place in order to align the 
norms held by different stakeholders. 
 
Overlapping with the need for reflection, social learning is a defining feature of 
adaptive management (Berkes, 2009), and can only be achieved through well-
designed engagement. O’Faircheallaigh and Howitt use their experience of 
 
 
engagement with Indigenous peoples to argue in chapter 13 how sustainability can be 
integrated transparently and fairly into decision-making. Readers are referred back to 
that chapter for guidance on how to proceed. What is clear from the analysis in this 
chapter is that progressive learning will not take place without good engagement, and 
so good sustainability assessment process is necessary to achieve sustainable 
outcomes. 
 
14.4.3 Facilitating emancipator learning 
Sinclair et al. (2008) examined the use of educational techniques in environmental 
assessment in some Canadian jurisdictions, and they found that “education was often 
an undervalued component of public participation” (Sinclair et al., 2008, p.419). 
Research on public participation often finds that it is passive rather than properly 
engaging with members of the public and stakeholders. For example, Palerm (1999) 
used Habermas’ theory of communicative action to develop principles for assessing 
the Aarhus Convention (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 1998), 
which has already been highlighted in chapter 6 as a key driver for better engagement 
in assessment practice. Despite this, Palerm (1999, p.229) found that the Aarhus 
Convention fell short of the principles in four fundamental aspects: “(1) its need to 
ensure the participation of cognitively and lingu[istic]ally non-competent actors; (2) 
the need to have a two-way communication process; (3) the need to ensure normative 
and subjective claims are adequately recognised; and (4) the need to establish 
conflict management procedures”. We can conclude from this that both practice and 
even the drivers of better practice fall short of the sort of engagement approaches 
highlighted in chapter 13. Whilst O’Faircheallaigh and Howitt have indicated in their 
chapter how to improve engagement, they conclude that engagement “is of limited 
benefit to communities unless it provides them with a substantial capacity to shape 
decisions that affect their well being, and can only enhance the quality of decision 
making if the sustainability of agreed outcomes over time is assured”. Similarly, 
Diduck and Mitchell (2003) highlight that as well as better engagement and earlier 
involvement, more open decision-making is a crucial missing element that might lead 
to greater emancipation of stakeholders. They found that individual and organisational 
learning in relation to sustainable outcomes resulting from an assessment process 
tended to be undermined by the fact that the decision tended “to confirm the ongoing 
dominance of conventional growth-oriented thinking” (Diduck and Mitchell, 2003, 
p.425). Thus, a key focus for better learning needs to be a process whereby decision-
makers are also learning through the process (rather than simply being advised of the 
results of the process) and have sufficient scope and authority to make decisions 
according to their learning. To an extent, this muddies the waters in terms of the 
vision of an objective decision maker making evidence-based decisions. The decision 
maker needs to be part of the assessment process to have enjoyed the opportunities for 
communicative learning! 
 
How might decision-makers be persuaded to be involved during an assessment rather 
than at the end? Quite simply, we believe that follow up should become a mandatory 
(and enforced!) part of sustainability (and other forms of) assessment; if they were, 
then they would have a vested interest in the process because there would be some 
expectation of action taking place to adapt to unforeseen circumstances. This makes a 
decision maker accountable in the long-term. 
 
14.5 Conclusions 
 
 
 
At the outset of this chapter we set out how to demonstrate that sustainability 
assessment can contribute to better learning. Our starting point was that sustainability 
itself does not represent a fixed state and therefore a process of continuous learning 
and adaptation is inherent in its pursuit. Consequently any sustainability assessment 
process must intrinsically and explicitly contribute to learning for all stakeholders 
involved. As previous examples throughout this book have demonstrated, context 
matters and there is no single 'right' way to tackle sustainability assessment. As 
Gibson (2006, p.180) reminds us, "the elaboration and implementation of 
sustainability assessment processes so far has involved a good deal of 
experimentation and learning-on-the-job". We see this as a healthy way to approach 
sustainability assessment whether interest lies in theory, process or practical outcome 
dimensions. In doing so, a degree of humility will go a long way to advancing 
practice because as Gibson et al. (2005, p.89-91) espouse, a robust sustainability 
assessment process will facilitate "learning from mistakes"; decisions and actions will 
not be perfect in the first instance.   
 
More specifically though, components of the process such as public engagement and 
deliberation will naturally involve sharing of information and values amongst 
stakeholders and thereby automatically contribute to a learning process. The 
uncertainty inherent in any assessment process combined with the sustainability 
expectation to take a precautionary approach make it implicit that a sustainability 
assessment process should be designed to engender learning, and should 
accommodate adaptation over time as learning continues after the initial decision has 
been made. While learning should be seen as a fundamental objective or purpose of 
any sustainability assessment in this manner, it may not be something that can be 
enshrined easily in legislation and guiding processes; after all, the responsibility for 
learning to a large extent rests with the individual learner (be that citizens, 
organisations or society more generally). However, a firm legal requirement to engage 
in follow-up is an essential way to establish sustainability assessment processes that 
will foster formal learning steps and opportunities.  
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